Duxbury man’s ‘|sland Creeks’

have national reputation
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icontinues, as if he knows the next
iquestion before it’s asked. “Both
Tecreationally and commercially,
shellfishermen tend to take and they
-don’t give back. They rely on Mother
‘Nature to rebound on her own.

“But what’s so unique about this
-program is that we're the ones
-cultivating and
we're the ones
_propagating (the
‘bay). We're taking
1 barren parcel of
Jand and farming
it. We are helping
o give back to
:‘Mother Nature
and we're
‘conspiring to
dnanage the bay
and keep it
healthy:
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the clearance was recgived from the
state Division of Marine Fisheries and
the Army Corps of Engineers as well.
. And therg’s ng guastion that the
road to approval was smoothed by the
environmental benefits Beers alludes
to and also the econami¢ bensfits — on
both the statg ‘and local lavel,

Environmantally, aysters, as filter
feeders, play a huge rolg in reducing
the amount of nitrogen buildup in the
waters, mostly from nonpoint souree.
pollution — or the runoff of fertilizers
and other waste generated near many
residential coastal areas. The waters
can-become so rich in nutrients they
promote algal blooms, which can
block sunlight from the bottom afld
smother plant and animal life as it .
soaks up more thag {s share of
oxygen.
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1o Scott Soares, the Aquaculture
Coordinator for the Massachusetts
Department of Food and Agriculture.
Soares calculates that for every
dollar generated from the industry, the
total economic impact is $4.5 miilion
statewide. Bennett and Home are
prime examples in that they not only
employ up to a dozen locai residents
as seasonal and year-round help, but
they rent space from the town, pay
taxes to the state and regularly spend
money on their
growing business,
“We’re not
fabricating the
positive aspects of
this industry,”
Soares says, “A lot
of towns employ
aquaculture as a
management
Strategy.”

A labor of love

This
efvironmentally
sound
management
strategy also
happenstobeg
labor of love for
Bennett, who was
Just out of
Merrimack

, College in North
Andover when he retumed to
bury with evsla' intention of
faking his finance degreé to New York
in pursuit of a job.

"1 told everyone I was just here to
make enough money to buy a suit,” he
laughs, "Well, I guess I'm still Jooking
for that suit" He's still in Duxbury
because the process of digging wild
mussels and razorclams by hand and
selling them to wholesalers for cash
quickly led ta his first aquaculture
experience ~ the cultivation of hard
shell clams on the lease he was
granted in 1992. And while a bout
with a parasitic quahog disease
spurred him to diversify into oysters
several years later, in the end he was
hooked,

“The real attraction was the
independenag,” Bennett explains. “Ir's
what T love tg'do, ang after a short
period of time, I couldn't jmagine
myself working for somebody else or
being in an oﬂ%ge- Qneg I got a taste,

It was hard to irhagine life any other .
way. T had to make it work” And it is
warking extromely wll, Bennett and -
Home have firmly established
themsglves as the preeminent oyster
farmarg on the South Shore, The
reputation of their produst rivals their
gompatition on the Cape, and their
ability to seamlessly mesh with hath
the cammunity and the environment
has begn wildly suggessful.

When Bennatt began to add oysters
fo his lonse in 1995, he was not just
hedging his bets. While diversifigation
offered some proteation from disease,
and he kmew oystars were worth thres
tofour times morg than glams on the
open market, he alsg found them to be
more interssting and ehallenging, -

“Aelam Is a clam,” he says. “They
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are basically generic and they compete
n a very general marketplace. Oysters
are simply more appealing to grow.
Farming oysters is more like
maintaining a vineyard."

Bennett explains that the subtleties
in taste vary from oyster to oyster, at
least for the discerning customer, and
depends on variables including water
temperature and quality. He explains
that given the raw presentation of the
oyster, the size, shape and aesthetic
value of the finished product are
paramount,

“The best analogy is that a fine-
wine drinker is like an educated oyster
eater,” Horne said. “They may be like,
‘mmm, this is more briney, must be a
Welfleet’ It's not a radical change in
taste from oyster to oyster or from
year to year, it's more a subtle
difference. An extremely warm
summer may mean a slightly more
briney taste and a cold summer may
mean the oyster is sweeter” '

“And it’s all very hard work,”
Bennert says ruefully, shaking his
head. “Labor intensive to say the
least."” ,

The oyster seedlings Bennett
receives from the Maine hatchery are
a product of broodstock he carefully
chaoses from market-size oysters he
has grown. He picks the best of the
best in terms of size, shapé and
heartiness and ships them off to
Maine where they are spawned.

From the time the return shipment
of seedlings is placed in the upwellers
beneath the pier, where a motor
pumps up to 800 gallons of nutrient-
rich seawater over them each minute,
to their harvest, each oyster will be
personally handled by Bennett or
Hormne maybe 15 times,

This includes their transference to
the lease where the bags and stee]
mesh cages that house them are
periodically lifted out of the water and
shaken to break the rough edges off
the shells. It includes the painstaking
process of constantly distributing and
redistributing the oysters so they are
not packed too tightly together and so
the shells sit on the bottom of the bay
as they grow, and not atop one another
which can lead to odd-looking and
aesthetically unappealing finished
products. It includes 12-hour days,
breaking through ice in the winter on
the way out to the lease, and re-
breaking the ice on the way back. And
it includes individual examinations of

each ayster, allowing Bennett and
Home to determine the status of size,
shape and thickness of shell - in shert,
Wwhether the product is measuring up
to their standards,

And the only sure way to be certain
of the quality of the product is to
listen to the marketplace’s unforgiving
voice,

Bennett remembers the person on
the other end of the phone having a
typical New York, down-to-business
gruffness.

*“What do you call ‘em,” growled
Sandy Ingber, buyer for the Grand
Central Oyster Bar in Manhattan,
responding to Bennett’s 1997 inquiry
as to whether Ingber might be
interested in sampling his farmed
oysters. “You gotta give ‘em a name.”

Alex Bezdek, 17, and Liz Vancher, 18, sort oysters for markt. An oyster must
be three Inches wide to be sold, :

Reaching, Bennett thought of the part
of town in which he lived. “How
about Island Creeks?” “[ love it.”
Ingber said. “Send me 200 tomorrow."
Ingber did indeed love it — the name,
the sharp, briney taste, the aesthetic
quality. The tryout was a success.
Ingber was hooked and a brand was
bom.

On the menu

Today, Island Creeks from Duxbury
are a high-end staple at many five-star
restaurants, generating as much
respect and name recognition as
Welfleets and Cotuits from the Cape,
Glidden Points from Maine,



Maoonstanes from Rhode Island, - -
‘Raspherry Points from Prince Edward
Island and Blue Ppints pulled from the
Long Island Sound off coastal
Connecticut.

“When you buy Skip’s oysters )
you're like the Maytag repairman,
says Patrick Barnes, owner and
executive chef of Caffe Bella in
Randolph. “There's never going to be
any problems.” Barnes, whose
restaurant was ranked third in the state
behind L'Espalier and Aujourd’hui in
this year’s Zagat’s guide, bought his
oysters from Wellfleet, Cotuit and
Mantha’s Vineyard when he opened
11 years ago. But the consistent
excellence of the Island Creek oyster
and the added benefit of personally
knowing the supplier made his

decision to do business with Bennett
an easy one.

“When you open an oyster, it's like
stripping someone naked.” he says. “It
is what it is and all the flaws are
exposed. Skip never has a bad ovster.
With farm-raised oysters, you can
have continuous control, from seeding
to shipping the product.”

Equally important, Barnes adds, is
the security that comes with intimate
knowledge of the waters that house
the shelifish he buys. Fully tusting
the water quality is just not possible
when purchasing wild oysters
harvested in mass quantities.

Barmes believes Duxbury Bay has
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“charactenistics that produce the best
aysters.” pointing specifically to the
high water quality and the relatively
cool water temperature.

“1 love Skip’s oysters,” says Max
Harvey, seafood manager and buyer at
Jasper White’s Summer Shack in
Cambridge. “His quality is just
superior ~ size-wise, shell shape,
deepness of cup. There are no worrics
and o mortalities.” :

Harvey offers his customers a range

.of up to half a dozen oysters on a

regular basis, considering the Island
Crecks to be his high-end offering,
while Connesticut’s Blue Points
represent the more generic end of the
scale, .

I have them all the time,” Harv
gushes. “They have that sharp, sharp
taste and the quality is just so good.
Customers, chefs ... anyone who
knows anything about oysters, or -
anyone who has half a brain, would
give them a big thumbs up.” That kind
of high praise for the Island Creeks is
abyious in the repeat business Harvey,
Bames and Ingber provide, and
fortified by their impressive
degtination points, Bennett and Horne -

. regularly sejl to such lumiparies as the

Union Café in-New York’s Greenwich

Village, the Union Oyster House in

Boston, Azul in Miami, Old Ebbitt*
Grill in Washington D.C,, and Shaw’s
Crab hoyse in Chicago, among others.
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_program is that we're the ones
cultivating and we're the ones
propagating (the hay). We're
taking a barren parce! of land
and faming it. We are helping
to give back to Mother Nature
and we’re conspiring to manage
the bay and keep it healthy.”

Don Beers, Duxbury
harbormaster

Bigger farm, bigger headache

And while it appears that now the
world is his oyster, Bennett still Jooks
on his life's work as an evolving
process.

“Christian always says the leaming
curve is vertical,” Bennett says of his
close friend and partner. “Even at this
point we're constantly leaming. When
you first start out in aquaculture, you
basically learn quickly what doesn’t
work. But now, we have something
that truly works for us and every day
we learn ways to improve. It gets
bigger all the time and it’s always a lot
of fun”

But Bennett, despite the promise of
continued growth and well aware that
in addition to his own grant, Beers has
received more than 20 lease
applications for Duxbury Bay, is
realistic about the ultimate scale of his
operations.

“You're limited in the amount of
acreage you have, but there's also a
quality of life issue,” he says
thoughtfully. *You know, bigger farm
means bigger headaches. At some
point you become nothing more than a
manager and you might as well be
selling cars. I don't want that, | want
to be out farming and selling and
interacting with all kinds of different
people.”

And much of Bennett's perspective
is shaped by the nature of the industry
he foves. He knows that despite his
experience, wisdom and talent, there
are forces of nature well beyond his
control that could turn the tide against
him in a heartbeat.

It could all end tomorrow.” he says.
casually shucking an Island Creek,
then tilting it to his mouth so the
seawater carries the juicy pearl of
meat down his throat. “An oilspill. a
storm. a major outbreak of disease ...
f understand the amount of risk and
you just have to learn to live with it.”

“What’s s0 unique about this -
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